Lyndon Johnson's bool,
e Vantege Point”
a By Lyndon Baiues Johsson |
“ president Kennady _ be-
Yieved in our nation’s com-
mitnent to the security of
Southcast Asia, a commit-
.ment made in the SEATO
“Treaty and strengthened by
his_predecessor, President Ei-
senhower. President Kennedy
had explained on many occa-
_sions the reasons he took this
position. By late 1963 he had
‘sent approximately 16,000
Aracrican troops to South
. Victnam to make good our
SEATG pledge. . -
. My first exposure to de-
: tajls of the problem of . Viet-
S nam came foriy-eight hours

&

after 1 had taken the oath of
office. Ambassador Henry

Cabot” Lodge had flown to
Washington a few days carli-
er for scheduled confercnces
.with President Kennedy, Sec-
retary of State Dean Rusk
‘and other administration of-.
Aicials. .

1 serit -for him and, asked
him to give me a firsthand
account of reccrt cvents. 1
wanted his cstimate and fclt
it was important that he go
back to Saigon with a clear

-understanding of my person-

al views. We met in my of-
fice in the Executive Office
Building. Sccrctaries Rusk
_and McNamara were there,
‘as well as Under Secretaly of
State George Ball, CIA Direc-
tor John .McCone and -Mc-
George Bundy. ’
LODGE WAS optimistic,
He Dbeleved the recent
change of zovernment in Sai-

-gon was an improvernent. He .

was hopeful and expected
“the new military leaders to
“speed up their war ciforts.
He stated that our govern-
ment had put pressure on the
regime of Ngo Dinh Diem to
change its course. Thoze

pressures, he admitted, had

encowraged the military lead-
ers who carried out thecoup
on November 1, 1963. How-

ever, if Diem and his brother :
Nhu had Vfollow_qd his advice,.'
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Lodge. said, -they would
e alive, In his last talle with
Diem on ithe afterncon of No-
vember 1, Lodge had offered
1o help assure the Victnam-
ese leader’s personal safely,
but Diern had ignofed the

.

I turned to John McCone
and asked what his
from Saigon in recent days
indicated. The CiA director
replicd that his estimate was
much less encouraging. There
i i increase in Viet
Cong activity since the coup,
including mere VC atiacks.
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“He had information that the

;enemy  was
exerl even ma

preparing  to
re GEVERC Pres.
‘Ifold Lodgs and the othinrs
that T had zerious misgivings.
Many people were criticizing
the removal of Diem and
weie shocked by his murder,

. $ e
CONGRESSIONAL de-
mands for our withdrawal

frop Vistnam werc becoming
louder and more Insistent. 1

thought we had been mistak-

en in our failure to support
Diem. Bul all thal, T =aid,
-was behind vs. Now we had
{to concenirale on Aaccom-
plishing our goals, We had 1o
help the new government gel
Lon its feet and perform effec-
ftively, I

I told Lodge that 1 had hat
“heen happy with what I had
“read about our mission’s op-
eratioi

much internal dissension. 1
wanted him to develop a
strong teapn 1 wanted them
to wark together; and 1
wanted the Ambassador 1o
he the sole boss. 1 assured
him of full support in Wash-
ingten. In the mnext (cw
months we sent Ledge a new

v
reports . Inaddition to my talk with lie ahead’in Saigon.

1s iy Vietnam carlier in’
the year, There had been oo .

(deputy, a new Cla chief, a
new director of the U.S. In-
gency (USIA) op-
serations -~ and replacements
for ofher key posts in the
U.5. Eobassy. By midyear
Gen, William €. Weslmoie-
Jand had replaced Gen, Taul
| Hatkins as head of our Mili-
Aary Assistance Comamand.

Ambazsador lodge, 1 «dis.
cussed the Houolulu meetis
held just before the assassi-
hation, with seme. of

‘gl
the
principal participants — es-
pecially Rusk and McNamara
e and With Mac Bundy and
olhers. The net result of ihe
Honoluly bricfings and dis-
cussions was a modestly en-
couraging asscssient of pios-

v

Cpects in Vietnam, 1houzh
Sacrelaries Rusk and MeNa-

mara expressed some rescr-
vations, '

PRESIDENT BUENNED
rincipal foreign affairs ad-
isers agreed 1bat it was im-

-portant te underling, espe-

Ccially within government cir-

. cles, the continuily of policy

L and direction. under the new

i Prezident. 1 agreed, It was

(pay first important decision

‘on Vietham as President, int-

portant not because it re-

quired any hew actions bul

! ey
| 1

'
:‘f
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‘pecavse it signaled ouv deter-,

i minalion to perseverce in the
policies and actions i which
we were already engaged,

This was the view of Viel-
nam 1 reccived during those
tirst few lense days in office,
Jt was a view shared by the
top levels of our mission in
Saigon and by my principal
“advizers in Washington.
"had onc important reserva-
~tion ahout
“hapeful - ass

A

ssment, |1 be-
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Ver " T . - .
tieved the assassination of

CTGE

ident Diem had crealed
"more problems for the Viet-
namese than it-had solved. 1
]'g_q\_v tittle evidence thal men
of experience and ability were
favailable in Vietnam, ready
'to help lead their country, I
jwas deeply copcerned  that
‘worse political turmoil might

As 1 dug-deeper - into the’
Vietnam situation oter the
following weeks, T became
convinced that the problam
was considerably niore seri-
ous_than earlier feports had
indicated. Rusk, MceNamara,
McCone, Bundy and others
shared my growing conceri.
At the beginning of Decem-
ber 1 read a review of the
military sifiation develaped
by the State Department’s in-

telligence analysts.

P

OTHES REPORT  concluded
that the military effort had
. been deleriorating in import-
‘tant o ways for several
cynonths. Farly -in - December
: Ambassador Lodge sentin a
detatled study of a key pirov-
ince prepared by ‘ene of his
field rep,l'csrznrativcs.' The
document  reported that in
that northern delta province’
“ihe. past thirty days have
preduced . . . 2 day-by-day
increase in Viet' Cong influ:
gnce, military operalions,
physical control of the coun-
.. tryside, and Communisi-con-
“trolled combat hamlets.”

1 believe two things wete
wrong. with the reporting in
1963: an excess of wishful
thinking on the part of some
official observers and  too

I mueh uneritical reliance on

Victnamese statistics and in-
formation. Many Vietnamwese
officials and-officeis in the
o ’ B R -
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